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Abstract
Purpose – While research has shown reflection is a valuable part of individual learning, developing reflection
habits has remained notoriously difficult, particularly for working adults. We explore whether an intervention
of being able to review previous reflections will affect employee engagement in future reflection activities and
raise their awareness of learning opportunities at work.
Design/methodology/approach – We conducted a large-scale field experiment, including 136 employees
from an international bank in Europe, in which participants were asked to reflect twice a week for eight weeks.
Participants were randomly assigned to either a group that was given access to their previous reflections, or a
group that was not.
Findings – We found that individuals who were able to see their previous reflections wrote significantly more
subsequent reflections than the other group. In addition, those who could see their previous reflections used
more words related to learning and cognition.
Practical implications – Often employees may feel they are only learning when they attend formal trainings.
However, this paper provides concrete guidance for how human resources management (HRM) managers can
boost employees’ informal learning and awareness of the learning opportunities inherent in challenging work.
Originality/value – This study furthers research on using HRM interventions to facilitate informal learning
activities, in particular, methods to motivate systematic reflections and raising awareness of learning
opportunities. Our findings suggest that developing habits of reflection and improving awareness of learning
opportunities encompasses more than simply writing reflections, but should include processing previous
writings.
Keywords Reflection, Informal learning, Reflection habits, Workplace learning, Learning opportunities
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
Adult learning researchers have long noted that reflection is a key component of deep
learning, specifically referring to learning as a cycle of action and reflection (O’Neil and
Marsick, 1994; Sch€on, 1983). The need to step back and reflect is critical because action without
reflection can lead to problem-solving that is temporary, ineffective and even damaging, rather
than finding ways to “solve the problem so that it remains solved” (Argyris, 1976, p. 368). In a
review of the impact of systematic reflection, Ellis et al. (2014) argue that reflection can increase
both self-efficacy and a learner’s motivation to revise knowledge structures.
Unlike most learning, which seeks to increase efficiency in performance, reflection is an
exercise in slowing down and bringing tacit knowledge to light. From a Dual Process Theory
perspective (Evans, 2007), where cognition, decision-making and reasoning have two modes
or systems of processing, reflection is the attempt to move information from the more
automated subconscious knowledge structures in System 1 thinking to the slow, conscious
and deliberate thinking characteristic of System 2. The idea is to reframe one’s situation such
that information and cues are brought into conscious awareness for critical evaluation.
However, reflection tends to focus on past events or one-time events. There is a gap in the
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existing literature on what motivates reflection habits and how the way reflection is done can
be manipulated to enhance awareness of learning opportunities.
Reframing an existing situation in a new way does not happen overnight. Ellis et al. (2014)
argue that, in order for reflection to be effective, it needs to be systematic. In other words,
employees need to get into the habit of reflecting. However, getting busy employees to reflect
is notoriously difficult. Most reflection studies include either strong coaching or facilitation
(Argyris, 1983; Seibert, 1999), structured group reflection such as after-event reviews
(DeRueet al., 2012; Ellis and Davidi, 2005), or single mandatory reflections (Anseelet al., 2009).
Little, if any, work has been carried out on the factors that motivate individual employees to
get into the habit of voluntary systematic reflection.
Research on rediscovery and narrative building suggests that, when individuals are able to
make connections to previous events, those events become more salient. In addition, individuals
derive more pleasure than expected when they experience a connection to past events. This may,
in turn, motivate individuals to continue forging those connections. For example, Zhang et al.
(2014) found that individuals underestimate the pleasure they will feel when they revisit even
mundane past experiences. If these past events can be used to construct a written narrative,
revisiting them may also serve the cognitive function of organizing those experiences
(Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999), and individuals may be motivated by this sensemaking of their
everyday learning experiences. Together, these lines of work suggest that writing can be a
powerful way to make sense of the world, and that connecting past and present events is a
pleasurable and motivating experience. Therefore, this study investigates whether giving
employees access to their past reflections on learning motivates them to reflect more in the future
and raises awareness of their learning during work.
We conducted a large-scale field experiment to test the extent to which regular written
reflection on learning might raise awareness of learning opportunities and increase the
likelihood that individuals will engage in systematic reflection. One hundred thirty-six
employees participated in an experiment where they were first asked to list the learning
opportunities they noticed at work in the last two days. Employees were then randomly
divided into a Previous Reflection group and a One-at-a-Time Reflection group. Both groups
were asked to reflect on their learning twice a week for eight weeks. Each participant in these
groups received an email prompt every Tuesday and Thursday for eight weeks. The prompt
asked them to reflect on their learning, but this reflection was not mandated. The only
difference between the groups was that participants in the Previous Reflection group were
able to see their previous reflections each time they wrote a new reflection, but the One-at-aTime reflection group was not.
We found that those who were able to see their previous reflections wrote significantly
more reflections than those who did not; in other words, they skipped fewer of the 16 possible
reflections. In addition, the Previous Reflection participants used more words about learning
and cognition than the One-at-a-Time participants, which showed that employees who were
able to review their prior writings exhibited more reflection on learning and became more
aware of learning events at work.
Motivating systematic reflection
In order for reflection to be effective, it needs to be systematic and repeated overtime because
reframing how one views existing work situations does not happen immediately after a single
reflection (Ellis et al., 2014). Therefore, it is essential to direct research attention toward ways
of encouraging employees to develop a habit of reflecting. Simply prompting employees to
reflect may not be enough to establish a habit, especially if this reflection takes time from the
workday, and is not mandated. Indeed, most work on reflection shows that it often requires
strong intervention (Argyris, 1983; O’Neil and Marsick, 1994; Seibert, 1999) or systemized

processes (DeRue et al., 2012; Ellis and Davidi, 2005). Shedding light on what motivates
individuals to reflect on their own may help both scholars and managers find ways to
encourage employees to get into the habit of reflection.
We argue that systematic reflection may help individuals make connections between
experiences, which may, in turn motivate them to continue to reflect. First, Zhang et al.’s
(2014) work on rediscovery shows the power of revisiting previous writing in making past
experiences more salient. Individuals can re-experience the satisfaction they gained from the
previous writing and connect directly to that experience. Second, individuals who can see
previous writings may build an internal narrative of their experience and this narrative may
be motivating for future action (Pennebaker and Seagal, 1999).
Revisiting previous effects can be powerful. Research by Zhang et al. (2014) shows that
documentation of everyday mundane events can have profound effects when those events are
revisited. These researchers found that people regularly underestimated the pleasure they would
feel in revisiting even ordinary and routine experiences, and that this was linked to their erroneous
faith in their memory of daily events. Having direct access to previous learnings may enable
employees to construct new narratives of their learning. Zhang et al.’s (2014) work suggests that
individuals create narratives about revisited events that they would not have created if they had
never had the chance to revisit those events. In addition, the ability to build an internal narrative
by connecting past events to current situations may motivate continued reflecting.
Pennebaker and Seagal (1999) suggest that the formation of a narrative is critical for
understanding complex experiences. These narratives form when participants can make
connections across events. This suggests that writing in general may help employees to
process multiple work experiences and develop more complex understanding. In particular,
research on expressive writing focuses on writing that is emotionally driven, i.e. participants
write about traumatic experiences (Pennebaker and Kiecolt-Glaser, 1988) or difficulty in
dealing with health issues (Gortner et al., 2006). This research has shown that the very act of
writing leads to shifts in perspective-taking (Seih et al., 2011), which can improve both mental
and physical health after difficult or uncomfortable events (Gortner et al., 2006).
We consider this research in light of the established findings that learning from everyday
experience often occurs after a disequilibrating event (Piaget, 1966), i.e. an event that
challenges one’s world views. In fact, Dewey (1933) argued that individuals do not learn from
experience, they learn from reflecting on experience. The potential for learning occurs when
individuals thoughtfully consider these events and reframe how they view the situation in
which it occurred. This implies that not just writing, but writing on learning, may help when
employees face and process the often uncomfortable events that lead to learning.
However, it takes time to process these disequilibrating events and employees may not be
ready to make full sense of learning immediately after it occurs. Revisiting previous events
may help employees build an internal narrative of the impact of the event overtime. Ibarra
and Barbulescu (2010) suggest that creating self-narratives impacts identity reconstruction
during learning or transitional events, while Garud et al. (2011) argue that recalling previous
learning events generates new options for dealing with current challenges. This work
suggests that revisiting learning events can be a powerful, and therefore, motivating
experience. Therefore, if employees can revisit what they wrote in the past, they may be more
motivated to write again in the future.
H1. Individuals who can review previous reflections will be more likely to continue
reflecting than individuals who are not able to review their previous reflections.
Raising awareness of learning opportunities
In addition to examining the effect of revisiting previous events on employees’ motivation to
engage in systematic reflection, revisiting previous reflections on learning can be powerful in
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promoting recognition of more learning opportunities at work. The dual nature of human
thinking entails both System 1 thinking, which is rapid, automatic and high-capacity and
System 2 thinking, which is conscious, slow and deliberate (Evans, 2007). Reflection is an
exercise in bringing the automated responses from System 1 to the deliberate attention of
System 2 (Anseel et al., 2009).
However, attention is a limited resource and humans are incapable of directing attention to
multiple events, even when those events are out of the ordinary. Employees also only have a
certain level of control for what stimuli wins the competition for attention because beyond
being limited, attention is also selective. Selective attention can be either involuntary and
stimulus-driven, or voluntary and goal-driven (Egeth and Yantis, 2003). Since work is often
characterized by routine-driven processes, employee attention is often habitually directed
toward fulfilling the expectations of the routine (Feldman, 2000; Cyert and March 1963).
However, employees do have the power to redirect their attention toward a goal (Egeth and
Yantis, 2003), at least temporarily. However, it is not clear whether goal-driven attention can
be redirected in the longer term.
Research on selective attention biases provides some insight into how to help employees
purposefully and sustainably redirect their attention. Specifically, recency bias and
confirmation bias show that employees may be able to recategorize everyday working
events as learning opportunities through consistently and purposefully directing their focus
toward those opportunities. Recency bias is the tendency to give more attention to things that
have occurred more recently than those from the past, and this effect is particularly strong in
how we recall events (Murdock, 1962). If employees begin to take notice of work events as
learning opportunities, they should be more likely to notice learning in subsequent days,
especially if they are repeatedly prompted to do so. Once work events are associated with
learning, confirmation bias (Tversky and Kahneman, 1974) predicts that similar events are
more likely to be seen as learning in the future. Conformation bias is the tendency to select
information that conforms to one’s current thinking or existing world view. Research has
shown that when individuals form hypotheses, they are more likely to seek information that
confirms that hypothesis (Mynatt et al., 2007).
Together these biases indicate that individuals notice recent events more and, once
noticed, systematically reinforce their viewpoint of those events by seeking information
aligned with that viewpoint. While these biases interfere with fully rational thought, they can
be leveraged to purposefully direct attention toward certain events and away from others.
Specifically, if individuals are prompted to give attention toward certain events as learning
opportunities and then are able to repeatedly revisit those events through reflection, they
may selectively attend to more learning through the course of daily work.
H2. Individuals who can review previous reflections will have increased awareness of
learning opportunities compared to individuals who are not able to review their
previous reflections.
Methods
Research setting
A large multinational bank based in Europe served as an ideal setting for our study because
high-level leaders of the bank were specifically interested in directing the attention of
employee alumni of a costly managerial training program toward everyday learning
opportunities. In addition, alumni of this program included employees at all levels and across
multiple countries, allowing us to generalize our results beyond a single group, level of
hierarchy and even country. The employees worked in different functional areas and
departments, which protected both the anonymity of the participants and the confidentiality
of the experimental conditions. Finally, the company had partnered with academic

researchers in the past and was familiar with randomization requirements and the anonymity
needed for experimental studies. For example, while the company was included on the initial
email to the participants, all correspondence took place directly and only with the researchers.
The company was never made aware of who did or did not choose to participate among the
pool of candidates.

Raising
employee
awareness of
learning

Participants
Participants were 136 employees of an international bank based in Europe. Participants were
recruited from a pool of alumni of a career-advancement training program, as requested by
the company. Participants were from 18 countries, primarily Austria, Germany, Italy, and
Romania and not specific to any division or role within the company. Sixty-four participants
were female and 72 were male, and 26% were between the ages of 31 and 39, while the
majority (70%) were between the ages of 40 and 49. Ninety percent of participants had
obtained a university degree. The organizational tenure of the participants varied a bit more,
with 9% (13) of participants only having been at the company for 1–3 years, 55% (75) for 4–7
years and 41 (30%) for 8–12 years. Seven participants had worked at the bank for more than
12 years.
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Procedure
Initially, all participants were asked to fill out a series of surveys. The first was a standard
demographics survey. After the initial surveys, participants were randomly assigned to one
of two conditions. We randomly divided the 136 participants into two experimental
conditions (69 each). The two experimental conditions were identical except that, in the
Previous Reflection condition, participants were able to read each of their previous reflections
as they wrote a new reflection. In the other, the One-at-a-Time condition, participants were not
shown their previous reflections.
In the experimental conditions, participants were emailed a survey every Tuesday and
Thursday for eight weeks; they were asked to complete the survey by the end of that
workday. The survey asked them to “write 2–3 sentences reflecting on your takeaways in the
past few days at work”. The word “takeaways” was used because previous research within
the organization had revealed that, for many employees, the word “learning” was negatively
associated with having a competency gap. In each reflection instruction, “takeaways” was
defined as “new information, knowledge or insight you have gained within the context of
your work.” At the end of the two months, all participants were asked to again complete the
learning opportunities and job satisfaction surveys.
Measures
Participation was measured by the total number of reflections entered by each participant.
Awareness of Learning Opportunities was measured by the use of cognitive processing
words as analyzed by the linguistic inquiry and word count (LIWC) software. Cognitive
words are further broken down to include words of insight (e.g. learn, think, know and
consider), causality (e.g. because, effect and hence), discrepancy (e.g. should, would and
could), tentative (e.g. maybe, perhaps and guess), certainty (e.g. always and never), and
differentiation (e.g. with, and, but and except). Research has shown that causal and insight
words, in particular, represent a reappraisal or reframing of a given situation (Tausczik and
Pennebaker, 2016). Therefore, increased use of these words may indicate a reframing of how
participants viewed their learning at work and their awareness of learning opportunities.
Control Measures were captured in a presurvey administered one week prior to the
experiment.
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Demographics: Gender, age, educational level and years at work were measured by
single items.
Job satisfaction was measured using a subset of Brayfield and Rothe’s (1951) index of job
satisfaction scale, an adaptation and validation of the original 18-item scale by Curry
et al. (1986).
Day was the day of the week on which they reflected.
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Results
The main finding is that those in the Previous Reflection condition wrote significantly more
reflections than those in the One-at-a-Time condition, providing support for Hypothesis 1. In
addition, participants in the Preview Reflection condition wrote significantly more insight
words and marginally significantly more causal words than those in One-at-a-Time
condition, providing partial support for Hypothesis 2. Summary statistics are presented in
Table I.
To examine Hypothesis 1, that individuals are more likely to reflect if they can view their
previous reflections, we again excluded 17 participants (6 in the Previous Reflection condition
and 11 in the One-at-a-Time condition) who did not write any reflections and were, therefore,
not exposed to the manipulation, for a total of 119 participants. Because we were measuring
changes overtime, we conducted a repeated measures logistic regression to analyze the
impact of condition on whether individuals reflected at each of the sixteen possible times to
determine if there is significant difference in the pattern of results (See Figure 1).
The repeated measure analysis treats each opportunity to reflect as a binary measure,
coding 0 if the person did not reflect and 1 if the person did. It compares the population
average overtime. Results in Model 1 of Table II show a main effect that participants in the
Previous Reflection group were significantly more likely to reflect overtime than participants
in the One-at-a-Time group (p < 0.05). Model 2 shows a significant difference between
conditions when controlling for day of the week, education level, age, gender, years at work
and job Satisfaction. Model 3 shows that the main effect remains significant after leaving out

One-at-a-Time condition

N

Mean

Std. dev

[Participants who did not write any reflections are omitted from these data]
Number of reflections written
Number of words related to insight, causal relationships and cognition
Number of insight words (e.g. learn, think, know, consider)
Number of causal words (e.g. because, effect, hence)
Number of discrepancy words (e.g. should, would, could)
Number of tentative words (e.g. maybe, perhaps, guess)
Number of certainty words (e.g. always, never)
Number of differentiation words (e.g. with, end, but, except)

56
56
56
56
56
56
56
56

7.41
11.90
3.52
1.90
1.20
2.55
1.41
2.66

4.23
3.67
1.37
1.21
1.06
1.43
1.04
1.60

63
63
63
63
63
63
63
63

8.40
12.56
3.98
2.20
1.22
2.36
1.24
2.62

3.79
3.15
1.43
0.89
0.82
1.25
0.87
1.39

Previous Reflection condition

Table I.
Reflection study
summary statistics

[Participants who did not write any reflections are omitted from these data]
Number of reflections written
Number of words related to insight, causal relationships and cognition
Number of insight words (e.g. learn, think, know, consider)
Number of causal words (e.g. because, effect, hence)
Number of discrepancy words (e.g. should, would, could)
Number of tentative words (e.g. maybe, perhaps, guess)
Number of certainty words (e.g. always, never)
Number of differentiation words (e.g. with, end, but, except)
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Figure 1.
Reflection count
overtime by condition

Variable

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Condition
0.31*
Day
Education level
Age
Gender
Years at work
Job satisfaction
Constant
0.81***
Note(s): *p ≤ 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

0.37*
0.14***
0.68**
0.46*
0.01
0.01
0.16
5.65***

0.36*
0.14***
0.75**
0.43*

5.20***

insignificant controls, which further strengthens our finding. Therefore, we found support for
Hypothesis 1.
For Hypothesis 2, we examined the extent to which participants reflected on their learning
and became more aware of their learning opportunities. Recall that the instructions were to
reflect on takeaways, defined as “new information, knowledge or insight you have gained
within the context of your work.” Therefore, we used the content of the reflections to
determine if there were differences in the number of learning-related words within the text of
the reflections. Using the LIWC software (Tausczik and Pennebaker, 2016), we examined the
use of cognitive words. The cognitive words were categorized into words of insight, causality,
discrepancy, tentativeness, certainty and differentiation.
Summary statistics are available in Table I. We conducted ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression analysis for each of the six categories, including demographic controls for gender,
age and years of education. In these analyses, we examined the impact of condition on the use
of each word category, using participant as the unit of analysis and controlling for
demographic variables. Results reveal that participants in the Previous Reflection condition
wrote significantly more insight words (p < 0.05) controlling for gender (men wrote more
insight words than women). In addition, participants in the Previous Reflection condition used
somewhat more causal words (p 5 0.12) in their reflections. Therefore, hypothesis 2 receives
partial support. Neither insight (r 5 0.03, p 5 0.78) nor causal (r 5 0.02, p 5 0.76) words
were correlated with the number of reflections written, so those who wrote more reflections
were not more likely to use those specific words. No other significant or near-significant
relationships were found in the word analysis. Insight and causal words, in particular,

Table II.
Repeated measures
logistic regression of
reflection
counts (n 5 119)
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represent a reappraisal or reframing of a given situation (Tausczik and Pennebaker, 2016).
Therefore, increased use of these words may indicate a reframing of how participants viewed
their learning at work and their awareness of learning opportunities. Our results show that to
a certain extent, the manipulation successfully increased employees’ recognition of learning
events at work and are more likely to reappraise and reframe their view of these work events to
foster present and future learning. Since the increased count of insight and causal words are
not significantly related to the number of reflections written, the reflection habits developed
by the employees are not driving the heightened awareness of learning, therefore, it does not
confound our findings.
Discussion
This large-scale field experiment sheds light on a key question regarding reflection at work –
what motivates individuals to reflect systematically? While scholars across disciplines have
noted the importance of reflection for sensemaking (Weick et al., 2005), learning (Ellis and
Davidi, 2005), professional development (Figler Osterman and Kottkamp, 2004), perspectivetaking (Seih et al., 2011), critical thinking (Mezirow, 1990) and systems-thinking (Senge, 1990),
little has been done to understand what motivates people to develop reflection habits. This
study suggests that, when individuals can review their previous reflections, they are more
likely to write reflections in the future.
This study also demonstrated that viewing previous reflections increased the use of
insight words in the reflections overall, even though the use of insight words was not related
to the total number of reflections written, which indicates that the employees were more
aware of learning opportunities at work regardless of developing a habit to reflect. This
demonstrates that viewing past reflections on learning increases both future reflections in
general and future awareness of learning specifically.
Research on both thriving (Messen et al., 2012) and employee well-being (B€ockerman and
Ilmakunnas, 2012) demonstrates that awareness of learning is linked to both job satisfaction
and job performance. Therefore, directing employee focus toward learning opportunities and
finding ways to sustain that attention, may have positive spillover effects. Typically,
employees feel a greater sense of learning when they are given more opportunities for growth
(Dragoni et al., 2009) or participate in formal training (Baldwin and Magjuka, 1991). However,
this study suggests that employers can increase a sense of learning without expending
additional resources by directing employee attention to the learning opportunities that
already exist in challenging work.
Our findings also demonstrate that the ability to revisit or review previous writings on
even mundane experiences can increase the motivation to reflect. The content of the
reflections themselves reveals that, at times, reflection can be a rather mundane activity, as
shown below.
No main takeaways over the past two days: only ordinary and recurrent activities.
I have to repeat the same how to treat, react, cowork, manage, that is my everyday experience.
I have to admit, that the last days were not particularly “special”. We just came back from vacation
and started to work through my unread emails and trying to catch up on recent developments. It
seems that we did not miss a lot as it was a calm period.

However, the content of the reflections also showed that participants sometimes used
reflection to process dis-equilibrating experiences from which they could learn.
Everyone has to pay attention to his own job because you cannot always trust your colleagues. When
one is leaving the company to join another one you can really see his professionalism and respect. We
can be transparent and true even if our environment is dark and unfair.

It is interesting that a lot of people have the same opinion or view, but nothing changes still endless
discussion are ongoing some people just do not understand when you are saying some basic things,
such as we cannot attend the meeting due to whatever reason.
I have received a tough mail from a colleague of mine. She was blaming me and my team about how we
have approached and followed activities. We have learned that I’ll never send an email like that. First of
all because this kind of email can be sent only if you are in a managerial position. Second, because if we
receive an email like that, in my mind we think immediately that we do not want to cooperate with a
person who thinks that we work in an uneffective way. Yesterday, a colleague of mine told me that she
needs to have immediately a surgery because she has a preliminary form of cancer in the liver. This news
has devastated me. The only very obvious thing we have thought about it is that all the job concerns and
disappointments counts less than zero in comparison with this kind of news.

Participants reflected on issues with other departments/entities:
My takeaways in the last few days was mainly about how it is important to know very well the
workflow of every process and the goals of other departments units connected with mine in order to
set up a very quick solution for daily problems.
Also we learned how to deal with corporations (they are important in parts of our business) and we
took away some helpful information about the organization of events for our customer.

Some participants used reflection to process their feelings about the challenge of their
workday.
Patience is sometime necessary. Keep calm and express your feeling having in mind an option to
solve the issue and guide to your proposal the perfect world does not exist in a company comprise is
the only solution. Keep the energy for the activities that give you more satisfaction. No takeaways it’s
a sign that I’m getting tired and bored.
Today we found out that due to work we did not put attention enough in the other parts of my life
above all in people that we love. But we also get used to go to the gym during the lunch breaks. My
boss gave me a really though plan of activities for the incoming two weeks. We feel a little bit scared
about that.

Finally, participants used the reflection exercise for overall sensemaking.
An employee would perform better if her or his merits would be recognized, and sustained efforts
would be appreciated and also remunerated accordingly. 2. The activity that we do, must be done
with maximum interest also in times were you fed up with the things that you do. 3. New, innovative
ways of making us as a team to interact can help us in our business activity.
Professional growth never stops. . . as well as it seems we cannot stop having job interviews within
my Group. Takeaway: learn to always be ready knowing where we want to go, how and when, and
about my personal professional strengths and weaknesses.

Altogether, the content of the reflections suggests that, though mundane at times, reflection is
a useful mechanism for learning because it allows people the opportunity to process events
that they may not otherwise articulate. This processing can help them make connections
between what they experience and what they take away or learn from that experience. Each
of the issues in the above reflections occurred through the course of daily work. By reflecting,
individuals began to view those experiences as learning opportunities.
This study is unique among studies of reflection because it did not ask participants to
reflect on a single present, or past event, such as a training (Anseel et al., 2009) or traumatic
event (Pennebaker and Kiecolt-Glaser, 1988). Rather, it asked employees to reflect on events
they interpreted as important for their learning. Furthermore, it did not require participants
to reflect but gave them the option to do so twice a week for eight weeks. Therefore, it was
particularly suited to examine whether, given the simple electronic prompt, employees would
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choose to engage in the act of reflection. This is critical because reflection is an ongoing
process and a single reflection is unlikely to add much value to the learning process.
By studying the act of repeated reflection, this study also builds on the work on rediscovery,
which has shown that when individuals can view writing from the distant past (several months),
they give greater meaning to and find pleasure in even mundane past experiences (Zhang et al.,
2014). The present study extends this work because participants were able to view their previous
writing on a regular basis, and only days after it was written. This suggests that re-reading past
reflections can be powerful, even when done repeatedly in a short span of time.
Research on repetitive events shows that, when individuals experience events on a regular
basis, the sequence of the experience matters in how likely, and how soon they are to repeat
the event. Specifically, the experience at the end of the event is a stronger driver than the
experience at the beginning of the event, because the memory of the end interferes with the
memory of the earlier part of the experience (Oberauer and Kliegl, 2006). For example,
Garbinsky et al. (2014) found that final moments of gustatory experiences have a stronger
influence than initial moments, for people’s decisions about the number of days until
consumption of the same food is repeated. Those who had better final moments when eating a
given food wanted to wait less time to eat the food again than those who had better initial
moments of eating that food. In the act of writing, satisfaction with the experience is more
likely felt at the end, when thoughts have been expressed (Gortner et al., 2006). Therefore,
participants in the Previous Reflection condition may have been more motivated to reflect
because, when viewing the past writing, they were cued to remember the satisfaction they felt
after they expressed themselves.
Individuals are also likely to be better able to make connections between events and build
an internal narrative when those events occur closer together. As suggested earlier, getting
into the habit of reflection may result not just from repetition, but also from recency bias
(Tversky and Kahneman, 1974). Repeatedly reflecting, and doing so often, makes it easier to
remember the context and circumstances of previous learning opportunities. This may help
individuals start to detect patterns in their work and learning life. Once employees begin to
notice the patterns, continuing to reflect may help them solidify their learning, which may
itself be motivating.
Reflection is often viewed primarily as a way to move information from automated
processes to conscious awareness (Ellis et al., 2014). However, there may be additional value in
systematic reflection because it enables processing, not just of single events, but processing of
the reflections themselves. Reviewing what was previously written enables individuals to
spot patterns, as well as develop and reinforce new ways of thinking and learning.
This suggests two possible mechanisms by which viewing previous and recent writing
motivates future reflection. One is past-oriented, whereby individuals re-experience past
pleasure, which motivates them to the action of reflection. The other is future-oriented,
whereby individuals build connections from the past to events in their current reflection,
enabling learning that will be useful in the future. In addition, it may be that individuals differ
in which pathway they find more motivating. For those who already value reflection, the
ability to make connections for future learning may keep them in the habit of reflecting when
they are short on time. However, if others do not see reflection as a valuable learning tool, at
least at first, they may be more motivated by the sheer pleasure of expressing themselves and
explicitly processing their experience (Gortner et al., 2006; Spera and Buhrfeind, 1994).
Limitations and future research
The current study is not without limitations. Although the sample in our field experiment
consisted of employees at all levels and across multiple countries, which enhances the
generalizability of our results, the participants were all employees in a single bank located in

Europe. Both the motivation to reflect and the impact of that reflection is likely heterogeneous
across industries, and even across companies within the same industry. This limits the
external validity of our results. However, the mechanisms through which reflection is
motivated and effective are unlikely to be specific to banking, or a given firm. Overall,
reflection is a way of directing attentional resources, and research on attention-based views of
the firm has shown that the effects are not industry specific. In addition, research on narrative
writing and revisiting past events has shown the positive effects of these behaviors on
sensemaking across populations. Finally, research across industries, such as social services
(Messen et al., 2012) and nursing (Afsar and Umrani, 2020), as well as countries, including
China (Li et al., 2019) and Finland (B€ockerman and Ilmakunnas, 2012), has firmly established
the link between increased perception of learning opportunities, including support for
learning within work, and job performance.
However, the strength of the effect of viewing previous reflections on both reflection
habits and learning outcomes likely varies across both firm and industry. Future studies are
encouraged to further explore the hypothesized model by using employees in other industries
and regions. An additional avenue for research is to parse out the effect of each mechanism on
outcomes of interest. The hypothesized model would benefit from understanding the direct
and indirect effects of creating narratives, revisiting previous narratives, and systematically
directing attention toward learning. For example, studies can examine the extent to which
employee reflection impacts individual sensemaking in ways that contribute to employees
feeling a greater sense of learning at work. Research on formal and informal learning can
determine whether developing habits of reflection leads to measurable learning outcomes.
Finally, researchers could explore the impact of alternate interventions that enable employees
to revisit past events. Typically, employees do this verbally in activities such as group
reflection, feedback conversations, or mentoring. Future studies could examine whether
formal systems for documenting events and systematically reviewing them increase both
participation in reflection and learning from it.
In addition, although we found that employees were significantly more likely to use words
of insight in the experimental group, causal word usage was only approaching significance.
It’s possible that we did not find strong support for both types of words due to our sample size
and time frame. The sample size for our study is relatively small, which shows the effect is
moderately strong but also limits analysis by subgroup. These effects likely vary by
important demographic variables, such as age, job tenure and gender. It would be fruitful for
future studies to examine the proposed effects using a larger and more diverse group of
employees over a longer period of time.
Second, our research did not measure additional outcomes from reflection. If reflection
increases awareness of workplace, and enables employee sensemaking, then systematic
reflection should increase important constructs related to learning work, including employee
engagement, thriving, and empowerment. Although research has shown the effect of
employee awareness of learning, additional research is needed to establish a direct link
between reflection and these outcomes. This research could examine the possible ripple
effects of developing habits of reflection overtime.
Finally, we propose that viewing previous reflections enables processing of those
reflections that has impacts beyond the act of writing itself. Further research could examine
this relationship and develop additional ways of processing reflections, utilizing data
analytics to provide employees with innovative ways to detect patterns across their writing.
Implications for practice
The paradox of workplace reflection is that the need for it increases as the time for it
decreases. Because of the pace of today’s organizations and the tendency for high-performing
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employees to be action-oriented (Bateman and Crant, 1993), there is little space and, indeed
little incentive, to stop and reflect. This ever-increasing pace also puts pressure on both
organizations and employees to continually develop new skills. As such, researchers and
human resources management practitioners are embracing informal learning as a
mechanism to empower employees and supplement the learning that occurs through
formal trainings (Bednall and Sanders, 2014). For example, Sanders et al. (2015), found that it
was positive learning experiences, not the training itself, that impacted workers’ posttraining self-efficacy.
However, as powerful as these informal learning experiences may be, they may not be as
salient to employees as attending training events. This lack of awareness of everyday
learning may decrease employees’ sense of thriving at work. Ongoing growth and
development is a key component of thriving (Spreitzer et al., 2005), and increasing employee
awareness of how these opportunities already exist in their work may help employees both
notice and create new learning experiences. Thriving is a subjective experience and can only
occur if employees actually feel they are growing and learning (Porath et al., 2011). Our paper
suggests that organizations can promote informal learning activities by providing support to
HRM staff to set up a system of employee reflection log or diary, where employees are
documenting and reviewing their reflections of learning on a regular basis. Setting up
systematic ways for employees to reflect on their learning in work provides both the time and
opportunity to more closely integrate their own growth and development with the daily work
tasks they perform.
Finally, research on reflection has shown that is even more powerful than additional
practice for increasing task performance (Anseel et al., 2009). Therefore, rather than spending
additional time and resources on employee training, reflection interventions can help HRM
overcome the high barrier to training transfer (Salas and Cannon-Bowers, 2001). This is
because reflection interventions are both simple and malleable. Employees can use them to
process learning in whatever form is useful to them at the time. As shown in the quotes above,
the participants in our study processed a variety of learning and workplace experiences with
a simply prompt to reflect on learning. HRM can leverage the power of reflection by
expanding beyond a general concept of learning to direct attention toward specific
opportunities and events.
In conclusion, our field experiment showed that a simple intervention of being able to
review previous reflections motivated both more reflection activities and more awareness of
learning opportunities in daily work. Small changes in HRM practices could potentially
promote the development of reflection habit and improve learning outcomes.
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